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INTRODUCTION TO JAMES 

Evan May 

The first of the so-called “Catholic Epistles” in the traditional ordering of the canon, 

the letter of James has not fared well in the history of interpretation. Nevertheless, this early 

Christian document provides unique insight into the character of the church during its infancy, 

and its teaching contains significant representations not only of Christian ethics but of primitive 

Christian theology.  
 

Authorship and Readership 

The letter’s author claims to be “James, a servant of God and of the Lord Jesus 

Christ” (1:1). Since more specific information is not supplied, it is likely that the James 

identified was well known in the Christian community. There are generally four candidates 

provided by the New Testament canon: James the son of Zebedee, James the son of Alpheus, 

James the father of Judas, and James the half-brother of Jesus (also known as “James the Just”). 

The father of Judas is usually ruled out due to his relative obscurity; the same can be said of the 

son of Alpheus, to a lesser degree.1 James the son of Zebedee was martyred in AD 44 (Acts 

12:2), a date which is probably too early for the writing of this epistle (see below).2 This renders 

James, the brother of the Lord, as the most likely candidate. Supporting evidence is supplied by 

the notable similarities between the Greek text of James’ epistle and the speech given by James 

at the Jerusalem Council in Acts 15.3  

James is identified as Jesus’ brother in the Gospels (Mark 6:3; Matt. 13:55), but Mark 

3:21 indicates that he was an unbeliever at the time. However, James was a recipient of a 

resurrection appearance of Christ (1 Cor. 15:7), which was presumably the moment of his 

conversion. James became a prominent leader in the church, particularly at Jerusalem (Acts 12:7; 

15:13; 21:18). It is fairly clear that this is the James who is claimed to have written the letter by 

his name. It is not, however, agreed that he was its actual author. In other words, the most 

popular alternative to this view is that of pseudonymous authorship. However, the arguments for 

pseudonymity are not convincing,4 and James’s authorship is corroborated by external evidence.5  

                                                 
1 D.A. Carson and Douglas Moo, An Introduction to the New Testament (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 

2005), 622. 
2 James A. Brooks, “Introduction to James,” Southwestern  Journal of Theology 43, no. 1, 11.  
3 J.B. Mayor, The Epistle of St. James (London: Macmillan, 1913), iii-iv. Some of the parallels include 

ἐπισκέπτεσθε (James 1:27; Acts 15:14), ἐπιστρέφειν (James 5:19-20; Acts 15:19), τηρεῑν (or διατηρειν) ἑαυτόν 

(James 1:27; Acts 15:29), and ἀγαπητός (James 1:16, 19; 2:5; Acts 15:25).  
4 Cf. the discussion in Carson and Moo, 623-624; Donald Guthrie, New Testament Introduction, 4

th
 ed. 

(Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 1990), 741-742. Arguments for pseudonymity concern the quality of James’ 

Greek, the lack of mention of James’ relation to the Lord, and the theology of the letter. None of these, however, 

necessitate pseudonymous authorship and can be explained on other grounds. The letter also lacks the characteristic 

title-inflation reflective of pseudonymous works, such as “brother of the Lord,” “elder in Jerusalem,” or “apostle of 

Christ,” etc. (Davids, 9). 
5 Brooks cites Origen, Eusebius, and Cyril (12-16). 
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James writes “to the twelve tribes in the dispersion” (1:1). This does not necessitate a 

Jewish audience, since the description could simply reference the New Covenant people of God 

with Old Testament symbolic language (such as in 1 Peter 1:1). However, several other factors in 

the letter indicate that the addressees are Jewish Christians.6 James refers to the gathering of the 

people taking place in a “synagogue” (2:2). He makes widespread use of Old Testament material 

and Jewish metaphors, and he incorporates Old Testament characters as his illustrations for faith 

(Abraham and Rahab), patience (Job), and prayer (Elijah). James, then, is writing to God’s 

dispersed covenant people,7 most likely to congregations north and east of Palestine. 

Additionally, several of the themes of the letter imply that James’ intended readers were mainly 

poor (5:1-6). 

 

Date, Provenance, and Circumstances 

If the letter is classified as pseudonymous, the date is normally pushed later, toward 

the end of the first century.8  However, if the author is James the Just, it must have been written 

before his martyrdom (estimated to be AD 62).9 Additionally, the absence of any reference to the 

fall of Jerusalem indicates an earlier date, and the mention of rich land owners (5:1-6) would be 

an anachronism after AD 70.10 If James is responding to a misunderstood form of Paul’s teaching 

on justification (2:14ff), this would place the letter after Paul’s doctrine began to be known and 

before James and Paul met at the Jerusalem Council (AD 48 or 49), locating it at some point in 

the mid-40s.11  

If the author is James, the brother of Jesus, the most likely provenance is Jerusalem, 

since he was a central leader in the Jerusalem church. The social and economic backdrop also 

indicates a Palestinian provenance: merchants traveling from town to town in search of profits 

(4:13-17), absentee landlords taking advantage of poor laborers (2:5-7; 5:1-6), and heated 

religious conflicts (4:1-3).12 The climate mentioned in the letter is also suggestive of Palestine, 

speaking of scorching heat in 1:11 and the early and late rain in 5:7.13  

It is possible that the diaspora spoken of has an even more specific force, referring to 

the “scattering” of Christians from Jerusalem mentioned in Acts 11:19 as a result of the 

persecution following Stephen’s death. Carson and Moo note, “Identifying James’s readers with 

                                                 
6 The lack of evangelistic concern in the document clarifies that it is not Jews generally but Jewish 

Christians who are the intended audience. Cf. Brooks, 23. 
7 Richard Bauckham, James: Wisdom of James, Disciple of Jesus the Sage (London: Routledge, 1999), 

14-16.  
8 W.G. Kümmel, Introduction to the New Testament (Longdon: SCM, 1975) , 414. More radically, 

Harnack, Jülicher, and the Tübingen School dated the document late in the second century. Cf. Peter H. Davids, The 

Epistle of James, NIGTC (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1982), 3. 
9 Guthrie, 749. 
10 G.H. Rendall, The Epistle of St. James and Judaistic Christianity (Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press, 1927), 32. 
11 Carson and Moo, 627; Mayer, cxix-cli. Brooks notes that Josephus indicates that the death of Herod 

Agrippa I can be dated to 44, which was probably around the time that James rose to leadership in Jerusalem (Acts 

12:17). It is likely that James’ letter would be written sometime after this. Cf. Brooks, 21n38. 
12 Carson and Moo, 627. 
13 Brooks, 22. 
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these early Jewish Christians would fit the date of the letter and would furnish an explanation of 

the circumstances that called it forth: James, the leader of the Jerusalem church, must minister to 

his scattered flock by mail.”14  

 

Genre and Sources 

Some scholars have considered the genre of James to be parenetic, containing loosely 

connected exhortations that have been strung together. However, this does not do justice to the 

unity and literary flow of the book. Keener labels it a “letter-essay,” a formal letter (in this case 

lacking a closing) presenting a message to a general audience.15 The work probably represents 

material from James’ sermons that he has published for the benefit of Christians abroad. The 

book also draws on themes present in Jewish wisdom literature.  

 The sayings of Jesus, most prominently the teachings from the Sermon on the Mount, 

form the backdrop to James’ writing. There are at least eight allusions to the Synoptic Gospels in 

the book of James: James 1:5 and 4:2-3 (Matt. 7:7; Luke 11:9); 2:5 (Luke 6:20; Matt. 5:3); 5:2-3 

(Matt. 6:19-20; Luke 12:33); 4:9 (Luke 6:21, 25); 5:1 (Luke 6:24); 5:12 (Matt. 5:33-37); 4:10 

(Matt. 23:12; Luke 14:11; 18:14).16 James also enlists the Old Testament (in the Septuagint) as 

one of his primary sources (1:11; 2:8, 11, 23; 4:6), even citing three of the same Old Testament 

passages as 1 Peter, but incorporating them for different purposes (Is. 40:6-8 = James 1:10-11 = 

1 Pet.1:24; Prov. 10:12 = James 5:20 = 1 Pet. 4:8; Prov. 3:34 = James 4:6 = 1 Peter 5:5).17 This 

provides insight into the ways that early Christian teachers utilized Old Testament texts and 

worked from common sources. Additionally, James shares vocabulary and concepts with the 

literature of Second Temple Judaism, particularly Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs, Sirach, 

Philo, and the Wisdom of Solomon.18  

 

Structure and Content 

Luther is often quoted as referring to James as an “epistle of straw,” accusing the 

author of throwing things together chaotically, and Dibelius’s famous judgment is that it 

represents a collection of disconnected parenetic pieces.19 While the structure is not as clean as 

some may hope, it nevertheless can be organized into the following units: 

 

                                                 
14 Carson and Moo, 629.  
15 Craig Keener, The IVP Background Commentary: New Testament (Downers Grove: InterVarsity 

Press, 1993), 687. Keener notes that writers such as Seneca and Pliny used literary epistles of this sort.  
16 Willim R. Baker, “James,” Theological Interpretation of the New Testament: A Book-by-Book 

Survey, ed. Kevin J. Vanhoozer (Grand Rapids: Baker Book House Company, 2008), 205. Cf. Dean B. Deppe, The 

Sayings of Jesus in the Epistle of James (Chelsea: Bookcrafters, 1989). 
17 Baker, “James,” 205. 
18 D.A. Carson, “James,” Commentary on the New Testament Use of the Old Testament, ed. G.K. Beale 

and D.A. Carson (Grand Rapids: Baker Book House Company, 2007),  997. 
19 Martin Dibelius, Commentary on the Epistle of James, rev. H. Greeven, Hermeneia (Philadelphia: 

Fortress Press, 1976), 1-7. 
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Trials and Christian maturity (1:1-18).20 James encourages his readers to respond 

with joy to the variety of trials that they encounter, since such trials are intended by God to test 

their faith. The function of this testing is to produce maturity, and God has tremendous promises 

for those who remain steadfast under trial. James clarifies that in the midst of testing, God is 

never the one who tempts his people (temptations come from their own sinful desires). Rather, 

God gives good and perfect gifts to his children, and he has brought them forth with 

intentionality and is working his purposes in them.  

True Christianity seen in its works (1:19–2:26). James instructs that true religion is 

not a matter of hearing God’s Word only but of putting it into practice—such as in bridling the 

tongue, caring for widows and orphans, and remaining undefiled by the world system. He 

continues this theme by targeting the sin of partiality as a failure to love one’s neighbor and 

fulfill the law. He takes up his discussion of faith again, arguing that true faith must be attended 

by works as its fruit; otherwise, it is dead.  

Dissensions within the community (3:1–4:12). James addresses the problem of the 

tongue more extensively in this section, as part of a larger discussion of sins of speech and 

conflict. He teaches about the potential the tongue has disproportionate to its size, and the 

blessing and devastation that speech can cause. He explains conflict that occurs among believers 

as a problem of the heart—the expression of sinful cravings that are unmet and then erupt into 

hateful action. Satan and his temptations toward discord in this matter are to be resisted; 

submission to God is required.  

Implications of a Christian worldview (4:13–5:11). James displays the future-

orientation of faith in the midst of a present-focused world. The believer is not to go about 

decisions in life without reference to the Lord’s will or the approaching judgment. Nor is he to 

store up possession on this earth while ignoring the world to come. Rather, he is to patiently wait 

for the coming of the Lord, even in the midst of suffering.  

Concluding exhortations (5:12-20). What is available to the believer now, however, is 

the prayer of faith—which is powerful at its working. James concludes with exhortations for the 

church body to care for one another, both by their prayers and by their admonishing wandering 

sinners to return to the fold. His final words of the letter leave his readers with this promise: “Let 

him know that whoever brings back a sinner from his wandering will save his soul from death 

and will cover a multitude of sins” (5:20). 

 

Theology and Emphases 

Far more than a mere assortment of proverbs lacking theological reflection, James’ 

letter is doctrinally sensitive and includes several important theological emphases: 

 

Theology Proper. James presents a doctrine of God that is typical of Second Temple 

Jewish theology, and he assumes that his readers share these convictions.21 The dominant 

attribute alluded to in this letter is the goodness of God. God gives generously to those who ask 

in faith (1:5). God cannot be tempted by evil, and he himself tempts no one (1:13). God is the 

giver of every good and perfect gift, since he is the Father of lights without variation (1:17). God 

                                                 
20 Text division and outline headings adapted from Carson and Moo, 620-621. 

21 Baker, “James,” 206. 
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has graciously chosen the poor in the world to be rich in faith and heirs of the kingdom (2:5). 

God’s goodness, however, includes an appropriate jealousy with respect to human sin (4:5); 

nevertheless, God promises to draw near to those who draw near to him (4:8). The Lord is in 

control over the events of history, and human pursuits must be qualified by an awareness of his 

will (4:15). The Lord is steadfast in his purposes for his people (5:11), and he responds 

powerfully to prayer (5:13-18).  

Christology. While James appears to be more explicitly God-centered than Christ-

centered in his theological articulation, his work nevertheless reflects a remarkably high 

Christology.22 Jesus is the “Lord” (1:1; 2:1; 5:7-8, 14-15) and Judge (5:9)—titles shared with 

God the Father. Moreover, Jesus is the Lord “of glory” (2:1), possibly a reference to the 

Shekinah glory of Yahweh. His name can be blasphemed (2:7), and it has power to heal (5:14) 

and to save (5:15).  James writes, not as the brother of the Lord Jesus, but as his “servant/slave” 

(1:1), recognizing his exalted status and personal authority over him.  

Anthropology. Mankind is made in the image of God (3:9), and therefore every 

human life is inherently valuable, including the orphan and the widow (1:27) and the poor (2:5). 

Man stands in covenantal relationship with God and is to obey his royal law (2:8-13). 

Soteriology. New birth is accomplished by means of the word of truth proclaimed 

(1:18), which is able to save the believer’s soul (1:21). Salvation is received through a living 

faith—a faith that is necessarily attended by good works (2:14-17).  

Christian Ethics. As outlined above, James focuses on ethical themes of faith, trials, 

wisdom, partiality, speech, conflict, and prayer. Baker notes the significant canonical 

contribution made by this epistle in the realm of Christian ethics and spiritual formation: “James 

has value as the only NT epistle that marshals a theological defense of the poor, a sustained 

concern about speech-ethics, and reflection on numerous and various aspects or prayer. This 

makes its canonical weight proportionally much heavier than its slim size.”23 

Eschatology. The coming of the Lord is at hand, which calls for patience in the 

present (5:7-8), as well as humility with respect to plans (4:14) and prudence in the acquiring of 

possessions (5:1-5). Judgment awaits every person, and the judge is standing at the door (5:9). 

There is one lawgiver and judge, who is able both to save and to destroy (4:12).  

 

Conclusion 

James writes from Jerusalem to a displaced people encountering the difficulties and 

challenges of life in the first century, but the issues and needs that he addresses in his letter apply 

to believers throughout the ages. He calls for living, persevering, and discerning faith—the faith 

marked by patience and prayer in the midst of trials and suffering. He writes to exhort, to correct, 

to warn, and to encourage believers. Those who read his letter, whether in the first or the twenty-

first century, are to remember what he admonishes: “Be doers of the word, and not hearers only, 

deceiving yourselves” (James 1:22).  

 

 

 

                                                 
22 William R. Baker, “Christology in the Epistle of James,” Evangelical Quarterly 74 (2002): 47-57. 
23 Baker, “James,” 206. 
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